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WASHINGTON AND THE FRENCH 1753-1754 

By David I. Bushnell, Jr. 

Introduction 

Two documents of the greatest historical interest have re- 
cently been discovered among the manuscripts in the Virginia 
State Library, Richmond. Both belong to one of the most ro- 
mantic periods of American history ; the beginning of the French 
and Indian War, when the forces of France and those of Great 
Britain and her colonies, were to contend for possession of the 
territories beyond the mountains and the Ohio. The papers are 
among the most precious to be found in the archives of the States 
or nation, and are in a perfect state of preservation. To present 
a clear conception of the importance of the pieces it will be neces- 
sary to trace, though briefly, the events which led to their origin. 1 

The Documents 

The beginning of the year 1753 found the French in posses- 
sion of two vast domains in North America. To the northward 
was Canada, or New France, extending from the Atlantic west- 
ward for an unknown distance. Far to the south was Louisiana, 
bordering on the Gulf of Mexico and the Mississippi. Of great 



1 In the preparation of these notes three works have been consulted, 
(a) The Journal of Major George Washington . . . "WUliamsburgh 
Printed, London, Reprinted for T. Jeffreys, the Corner of St. Martin's 
Lane. MDCCLIV." The London edition contained a map which did 
not appear in the original Williamsburg edition. A section of the map is 
reproduced in the present article. The Journal was reprinted in New- 
York in 1865. 

(b) Journal of Colonel George Washington, 1754. Albany, 1893. 

(c) The Official Records of Robert Dinwiddie. Virginia Historical 
Society, Richmond, 1883. 
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extent, but for the most part an unexplored wilderness, it in- 
cluded one of the most fertile sections of the great central valley 
of the continent. But between New France and Louisiana was 
a wide expanse of rich prairie land, claimed by the English, held 
and occupied by native tribes, and coveted by France to serve as 
a link between the two colonies. 

Early in the spring of this year, 1753, an expedition was sent 
from Canada by Duquesne to take possession of the valley of the 
Ohio. The forces landed on the south shore of Lake Erie, at 
Presque Isle, the site of the present Erie, Pennsylvania, where a 
small fort was built. Soon they moved a short distance south- 
ward to the banks of French creek and here erected Fort LeBoeuf, 
on a spot now covered by Waterford, Erie County. The com- 
mander, Marin, sickened and died, and the troops became greatly 
weakened through fatigue and exposure. Early in December the 
newly appointed commander, Legardeur de Saint Pierre, arrived 
at Fort LeBoeuf to assume charge of the expedition. 

Rumors of the impending French invasion of lands claimed 
by Virginia reached the colonists, and word of the coming of the 
French had been carried to Williamsburg in. an incredibly short 
time after the landing of forces on the shore of Lake Erie. The 
summer passed with no action by the English, but by mid-autumn 
Dinwiddie, Governor of Virginia, desired to communicate with 
the leader of the French forces. He prepared a letter and in- 
trusted it to Major George Washington, then a young man of 
twenty-one, to carry to that officer : 

Sir, 

The Lands upon the River Ohio, in the Western Parts 
of the Colony of Virginia, are so notoriously known to be 
the Property of the Crown of Great-Britain; that it is a 
Matter of equal Concern and Surprize to me, to hear that 
a Body of French Forces are erecting Fortresses, and mak- 
ing Settlements upon that River, within his Majesty's 
Dominions. 

The many and repeated Complaints 1 have received of 
these Acts of Hostility, lay me under the Necessity, of 
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sending, in the Name of the King my Master, the Bearer 
hereof, George Washington, Esq; one of the Adjutants 
Genera! of the Forces of this Dominion ; to complain to 
you of the Encroachments thus made, and of the Injuries 
done to the Subjects of Great-Britain, in open Violation 
of the Law of Nations, and the Treaties now subsisting 
between the two Crowns. If these facts are true, and you 
shall think fit to justify your Proceedings, I must desire 
you to acquaint me, by whose Authority and Instructions 
you have lately marched from Canada, with an armed 
Force ; and invaded the King of Great-Britain's Terri- 
tories, in the Manner complained of? that according to the 
Purport and Resolution of your Answer, I may act agree- 
ably to the Commission I am honoured with, from the 
King my Master. 

However Sir, in Obedience to my Instruction, it becomes 
my Duty to require your peaceable Departure ; and that 
you would forbear prosecuting a Purpose so interruptive 
of the Harmony and good Understanding, which his 
Majesty is desirous to continue and cultivate with the most 
Christian King. 

I persuade myself you will receive and entertain Major 
Washington with the Candour and Politeness natural to 
your Nation ; and it will give me the greatest Satisfaction, 
if you return him with an Answer suitable to my Wishes 
for a very long and lasting Peace between us. I have the 
Honour to subscribe myself, 

Sir, 

Your most obedient, 
Humble Servant, 
Robert Dinwiddie. 
Williamsburgh, in Virginia, 
October 31 st 1753 

Washington's report of the journey was presented to the 
Governor in the form of a journal. It was printed in Williams- 
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burg a few days after his return and copies were sent to the gov- 
ernors of all the British colonies. The Journal is brief, but clear, 
and refers to the more important happenings : 

Wednesday, October 31 st 1753. 

I was commissioned and appointed by the Honourable 
Robert Dinwiddle, Esq; Governor, &c. of Virginia, to visit 
and deliver a Letter to the Commandant of the French 
Forces on the Ohio, and set out on the intended Journey 
the same Day : The next, I arrived at Fredericksburg, 
and engaged Mr Jacob Vanbraam, to be my French Inter- 
preter ; and proceeded with him to Alexandria, where we 
provided Necessaries. From thence we went to Win- 
chester, and got Baggage, Horses, &c. and from thence 
we pursued the new Road to Wills-Creek, where we arrived 
the 14 th of November . . . 

As a result of "excessive Rains, Snows, and bad Travelling, 
through many Mires and Swamps," and several stops made for 
the purpose of communicating with the Indians, Washington did 
not arrive at Fort LeBoeuf until the eleventh of December. On 
the following day he entered in his journal : 

I prepared early to wait upon the Commander, and was 
received and conducted to him by the second Officer in 
Command. I acquainted him with my Business, and of- 
fered my Commission and Letter . . . This Com- 
mander is a Knight of the military Order of St. Lewis, 
and named Legardeur dc St. Piere. He is an elderly Gen- 
tleman, and has much the Air of a Soldier. He was sent 
over to take the Command, immediately upon the Death 
of the late General, and arrived here about seven Days 
before me . . 

December 14"' . . . This Evening I received an An- 
swer to his Honour the Governor's Letter from the Com- 
mandant. 
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Washington remained at Fort LeBoeuf five days, and on 
December 16 began his return journey to Williamsburg. The 
trails through the vast wilderness were covered with ice and 
snow, the cold was intense, and great difficulty was encountered in 
crossing the swollen streams. The horses became weakened and 
tended to retard rather than advance the progress of the small 
party. Thus on December 26 he wrote in his journal : 

The Horses grew less able to travel every day ; the cold 
increased very fast ; and the roads were becoming much 
worse by a deep Snow, continually freezing : Therefore 
as I was uneasy to get back, to make Report of my Pro- 
ceedings to his Honour the Governor, I determined to 
prosecute my Journey the nearest Way through the woods, 
on Foot. Accordingly I left Mr. Vanbraam in Charge of 
our Baggage ; with Money and Directions, to provide 
Necessaries from Place to Place for themselves and 
Horses, and to make the most convenient Dipatch in 
Travelling. 

I took my necessary Papers ; pulled-off my Cloaths ; and 
tied myself up in a Match Coat. Then with Gun in Hand 
and Pack at my Back, in which were my Papers and Pro- 
visions, I set-out with Mr Gist, fitted in the same manner, 
on Wednesday the 26 th . 

One month was required to make the journey from Fort 
LeBoeuf to Williamsburg, arriving there on January 16, 1754: 

When I waited upon his Honour the Governor with the 
Letter I had brought from the French Commandant ; and 
to give an Account of the Success of my Proceedings 

This letter, given to Washington by the French officer at Fort 
LeBoeuf December 14, 1753, carried by him to Williamsburg and 
delivered January 16, 1754, to Governor Dinwiddie, is the first of 
the two important documents recently discovered in the Virginia 
State Library. The original French text is now, for the first 
time, printed : 
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Monsieur : 



Comme jay l'honneur de commandre icy en chef, Mon- 
sieur Washington ma remis la lettre que vous ecriviez au 
commandant des trouppes francaises. 

J'aurais ete charme que vous luy eussiez donne ordre, 
ou qu'il ent ete dispose a se rendre en Canada pour voir 
Monsieur notre General an qud il appartient mieux que 
moy de mettre au jour l'evidence, et la realite des droits 
du Roy mon maitre sur les terres Scitues le long de la 
belle Riviere, et de contester les pretentions du Roy de la 
grande Bretagne a cet egard. 

Je vais adresser votre lettre a Monsieur Le Marquis 
Duquesne. Sa reponse me servira de toy, et s'il m'ordonne 
de vous la communiquer, Monsieur, je puis vous assures 
que je ne negligeray rien pour vous la faire tenir tres 
promptement. 

Quand a la Sommation que vous me faitte de me 
retirer; je ne me crois pas dans l'obligation de m'y rendre: 
quelques que puissent estre vos instructions, je suis icy en 
vertu des ordres de mon general, et je vous prie Mon- 
sieur de ne pas doutter un instant que je suis dans la con- 
stante resolution de m'y con former avec toute L'exactitude, 
et la fermete que Ton peut attendre du meilleur officier. 
J'ignore que dans le cours de cette campagne il se soit 
rien passe qui puisse estre repute pour acte d'hostilite, 
ny que soit contraire aux traites que subsistent entre les 
leux couronnes, dont la Continuation nous interesse, et 
nous flatte autant que Messieurs les Anglois. S'il vous ent 
ete agreable Monsieur d'en venir sur ce point a un detail 
particulier des faits qui motivent votre plainte, J'aurois 
en l'honneur de vous repondre de la facon la plus positive, 
et je suis persuade que vous auries en lieu d'estre satisfait. 

Je me suis fait un devoir particulier de Recevoir Mon- 
sieur Washington avec la distinction que convient a votre 
dignote, a sa qualite, et a son grand merite ; je puis me 
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flatter qu'il me rendra cette justice aupres de vous Mon- 
sieur et qu'il vous fera connoitre ainsi que moy le respect 
profond avec lequel je suis 

Monsieur 

Votre tres humble 
et tres obbeissant Serviteur 

Legardeur De St Pierre 
du fort de la 
riviere au beuf. 
le 15 Xbre. 1753 
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A translation of the letter was included in the printed Journal, 
and is given below : 



Sir: 

As I have the Honour of commanding here in Chief, 
Mr Washington delivered me the Letter which you wrote 
to the Commandant of the French Troops. 

I should have been glad that you had given him Orders, 
or that he had been inclined to proceed to Canada, to see 
our General ; to whom it better belongs than to me to set- 
forth the Evidence and Reality of the Rights of the King, 
my Master, upon the Lands situated along the River Ohio, 
and to contest the Pretensions of the King of Great-Bri- 
tain thereto. 

I shall transmit your letter to the Marquis Duquisne. 
His Answer will be a Law to me ; and if he shall order me 
to communicate it to you, Sir, you may be assured I shall 
not fail to dispatch it to you forthwith. 

As to the Summons you send me to retire, I do not 
think myself obliged to obey it. Whatever may be your 
Instructions, I am here by Virtue of the Orders of my 
General ; and I intreat you, Sir, not to doubt one Moment, 
but that I am determin'd to conform myself to them with 
all the Exactness and Resolution which can be expected 
from the best Officer. 

I don't know that in the Progress of this Campaign 
any Thing has passed which can be reputed an Act of 
Hostility, or that is contrary to the Treaties which subsist 
between the two Crowns; the Continuation whereof as 
much interests, and is as pleasing to us, as the English. 
Had you been pleases, Sir, to have descended to particu- 
larize the Facts which occasioned your Complaint, I should 
have had the Honour of answering you in the fullest, and, 
I am persuaded, most satisfactory Manner. 

I made it my particular Care to receive Mr. Washing- 
ton, with a Distinction suitable to your Dignity, as well as 
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his own Quality and great Merit. I flatter myself that he 
will do me this Justice before you, Sir; and that he will 
signify to you in the Manner I do myself, the profound 
Respect with which I am 

SIR, 

Your most humble, and 
most obedient Servant 

Legardeur de St. Piere. 
From the Fort sur 

La Riviere au Beuf, 
the 15th of December 1753 



Soon after Washington's return to Williamsburg, on January 
16, 1754, Dinwiddie wrote to Lord Fairfax and said in part: 

As the French Forces on the Ohio intend down as far as 
Logstown, early in the Spring, I think it is for His M'y's 
Service and the Protection of the Settlem'ts of this Dom'n 
to do all in our Power to prevent their building any Forts 
or making any Settlem'ts on that river, and more particu- 
larly so nigh us as that of the Logstown. I therefore, with 
Advise of the Council, think proper to send immediately 
out 200 Men to protect those already sent by the Ohio 
Comp'a to build a Fort, and to resist any Attempts on them. 
I have Commission'd Major George Washington, the 
bearer hereof, to command 100 Men to be rais'd in Fred- 
erick County and Augusta . . . 

About this time the Governor's instructions were delivered to 
Washington and as they show so clearly the difficulties met with 
in arranging for an expedition to the Ohio, they are quoted in 
full: 

Instruct's to be observ'd by Maj'r Geo. Washington, 
on the Expedit'n to the Ohio. 
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Maj'r Geo. Washington: 

You are forthwith to repair to the Co'ty of Frederick 
and there to take under Y'r Com'd 50 Men of the Militia 
who will be deliver'd to You by the Comd'r of the s'd Co'ty 
pursuant to my Orders. You are to send Y'r Lieut, at the 
same Time to the Co'ty of Augusta, to receive 50 Men 
from the Comd'r of that Co'ty as I have order'd and with 
them he is to join You at Alexandria, to which Place You 
are to proceed as soon as You have rec'd the Men from 
Frederick. Having rec'd the Detachm't, You are to train 
and discipline them in the best Manner You can, and for 
all Necessaries You are to apply Y'rself to Mr. Jno. Car- 
lisle at Alex'a who has my orders to supply You. Hav- 
ing all Things in readiness You are to use all Expedition 
in proceeding to the Fork of Ohio with the Men under 
Com'd and there you are to finish and compleat in the best 
Manner and as soon as You possibly can, the Fort w'ch I 
expect is there already begun by the Ohio Comp'a. You 
are to act on the Defensive, but in Case any Attempts are 
made to obstruct the Works or interrupt our Settlem'ts 
by any Persons whatsoever You are to restrain all such 
Offenders, and in Case of resistance to make Prisoners of 
or kill and destroy them. For the rest You are to con- 
duct Y'rself as the Cirsumst's of the Service shall require 
and to act as You shall find best for the Furtherance of 
His M'y's Service and the Good of His Dom'n. Wishing 
You Health and Success I bid You Farewell 

The Burgesses met February 14, 1754, and nine days later, 
on February 23, Dinwiddie wrote to Governor DeLancey of 
New York : 

1 prorogu'd our Assembly this day ; they have voted 
£10,000 for Supporting the British Int't against the In- 
vasions of the French, &c. In consequence thereof I shall 
imediately endeavour to raise 6 Compa's of Men to march 
directly to Wills's Creek, the head of the Patowmack 
River . . . 
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The expedition started from Alexandria at noon, Tuesday, 
April 2, 1754, Colonel Joshua Fry, the commander of the expedi- 
tion, died at, or near Wills' Creek May 31, and as a consequence 
the entire responsibility rested upon Washington, but he had, 
from the beginning, been the active head of the venture. Progress 
through the forests was slow and difficult and often the forces 
were unable to advance more than two or three miles a day. The 
first encounter with the French troops occurred on the morning 
of May 28, 1754. On the following day Washington wrote to 
Governor Dinwiddie, dating the letter "From our Camp at the 
Great Meadows," and related the events attending the battle with 
the French. The letter, or more correctly report, is quite lengthy, 
and from it the following quotations are made : 

When we came to the Half-King, I council'd with him, 
and got his assent to go hand in hand and strike the French. 
Accordingly, himself, Monacatoocha and a few other In- 
dians set out with us, and when we came to the place where 
the Tracts were, the Half-King sent two Indians to follow 
their Tract and discover their lodgment, which they did 
ab't a half mile from the Road, in a very obscure place 
surrounded with Rocks. I thereupon, in conjunction with 
the Half-King and Monacatoocha, form'd a disposion to 
attack y'm on all sides, which we accordingly did, and after 
an Engagement of ab't 15 Minutes, we killed 10, wounded 
one and took 21 Prisoners, amongst those that were killed, 
was Monsieur De Jumonville, the Commander; Princip'l 
Officers taken is Monsieur Druillorn and Mons'r Laforce, 
who your Honour has often heard me speak of as a bold 
Enterprising Man, and a person of great subtility and 
cunning; with these are two Cadets. These officers pre- 
tend they were coming on an Embassay, but the absurdity 
of this pretext is too glaring as your Honour will see 
by the Instructions and Summons inclos'd . . . The 
Summons is so insolent and savours so much of Gascoigny 
that if two Men only had come openly to deliver it, It 
was too great Indulgence to have sent them back . . . 

This Summons, the original document taken from the body 
of the French officer De Jumonville, May 28, 1754, and sent by 
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Washington to Governor Dinwiddie, is the second of the two his- 
toric papers recently found in the Virginia State Library, Rich- 
mond. The original text is given below : 

Sommation que fera le 3 d De Jumonville Ofncier Des 
Troupes Du Roy tres Chretien, au Commandant de troupes 
Anglaises si il en trouve sur les terres du Domaine du 
Roy. . . . 

Monsieur 

II m'est de'ja revenu par la voye des sauvages que vous 
venies arme et a forces ouvertes sur les terres du Roy mon 
maitre, sans toutes fois pouvoir le crocre, mais ne devant 
rien negliger pour en etre informe aujuste, je detache le 
3 d De Jumonville pour le voir par lujmeme, et en cas qu'il 
vous y trouve, vous sommer De La part Du Roy, en vertu 
des ordres que j'en ay de mon General de vous retirer 
paisiblement avec votre troupe, sans quoy Monsieur, vous 
m'obligeries a vous y contraindre par toutes les voyes que 
je regarderois les plus efficaces pour l'honneur des Armes 
Du Roy ; la rente des terres De La Belle Riviere par les 
Sauvages vous est un si foible titre, que ne pourray 
m'empecher Monsieur, de repousser la force par la force. 

Je vous previens que si apres cette sommation qui sera 
la derniere que je vous feray faire, il arrive quelque acte 
d'ostilite que ce fera a vous d'en Repondre puis que notre 
intention est de maintenir l'union qui Regne entre deux 
Princes amis. 

tels que soyent vos projets, Monsieur, je me flatte que 
vous aures pour M De Jumonville tous les regards que 
merite cet officier, et que vous me le Renverres sur le 
Champ pour m'informer de vos intentions. 
Je suis en attendant avec Respect 
Monsieur 

Votre tres humble et tres 

obeissant Serviteur 
fait au Camp du fort Contrecoeur 

Du Quesne le 23 e May 1754: 
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Which may be translated thus : 

Summons, which De Jumonville, 3 rd Officer in command 
of the troops of the very Christian King, will send to the 
Commander of the English troops, provided he shall find 
any on the King's domains. 

Sir:— 
It has come to my knowledge, through the report of the 
Savages, that you have come with armed forces into the 
territory of the King, my master ; not being able to believe 
it, but deeming it my duty to neglect nothing by means of 
which 1 may gain definite information, I am detaching 
De Jumonville 3 rd , to see for himself, and if he does find 
you there, to summon you in the name of the King; in 
virtue of the orders which I have from my General, to 
retire peaceably with your troops, in default of which Sir, 
you will oblige me to enforce my orders by any means that 
I may consider necessary to uphold the honor of the Royal 
Arms. 

The occupation of the lands of La Belle Riviere by the 
savages is so weak a claim that I would be compelled to 
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meet force with force. I warn you that if, after this sum- 
mons, which will be the last that I shall send you, there 
should be any act of hostility, you will have to answer for 
it, as it is our intention to maintain the alliance which 
exists between two friendly Princes. 

Whatever your plan of action may be, Sir, I feel sure that 
you will extend such courtesy to M. Dejumonville, as such 
an Officer deserves, and that you will send him back at 
once to inform me of your intentions. 

1 am meanwhile, respectfully 
Sir 

Your most humble and 

obedient Servant 
Done at the Camp du Contrecoeur 

fort Du Quesne, 23" May 1754 

As has been mentioned above, Washington forwarded the 
Summons to Governor Dinwiddie with a letter dated From our 
Camp at the Great Meadows, 29th of May, 1754. It reached the 
Governor while he was at Winchester on a mission to the Indians. 
The document was regarded as of great importance, and copies 
were made and sent away. On June 18, 1754, Dinwiddie wrote 
to the Lords of Trade describing the events of the past months. 
He referred to the encounter between the French under De 
Jumonville, and the Virginians, and alluding to the former said : 
"They pretended they were coming Embassadors to our Camp ; 
the contrary thereof, Y'r L'd's will observe by the enclosed Copy 
of their Instruct's and Sumons." 



That two documents of such great historical interest, papers so 
intimately associated with Washington during the days he was 
being trained for greater deeds, should have escaped destruction 
these many years, is gratifying to all who are interested in the 
history of Virginia and of the Nation. And they serve to con- 
nect the present with the past : with the days when Virginia was 
the richest and the most influential of the British Colonies in 
North America. 



